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Expansion of the Shang and Zhou Bronze Culture:

GIS Data on the Distribution of Chinese Ritual Bronzes
Namba Junko

Tenri University

This study followed the changes in the distribution pattern of early types of Chinese ritual
bronzes over time by using a geographic information system (GIS). An original database of
bronze ritual artifacts of known origin, mostly vessels and musical instruments, was built
for the project, specifying for each item as the artifact type, chronological period, decoration
pattern, size, and the inscription, as well as the location of the site where the item had been
discovered, the WGS (World Geodic System) coordinates of that location, the type of the
site. Each object was chronolized into eight periods, defined according to Namba: 1) the
Erlitou period (the Xia dynasty?), 2) the early Shang dynasty (the Erligang period), 3) the
middle Shang dynasty, 4) the first half of the late Shang dynasty (the Yinxu period), 5) the
second half of the late Shang dynasty, 6) the latest phase of the Shang dynasty to the
beginning of the Zhou dynasty, 7) the early Western Zhou dynasty, and 8) the middle
Western Zhou dynasty.

Originally confined to a small area in the central plain along the Yellow River Valley,
the ritual bronzes began to be spread to other parts of China during the Erlitou period and the
early Shang dynasty period (the Erligang period). Its geographic coverage expanded
dramatically during the period of the middle Shang dynasty, reaching most of the plains
along the Yellow River Valley and Yang-zi River Valley. Not only the technology of the ritual
bronzes, but also the conception of the bronzes wares and patterns were distributed to wide
area, so these traditions were assimilated and localized, four main styles were established in
final; Capital style, the Shan-Jin style, the Middle Southern style, and the Wucheng style.
The GIS map of the distribution of bronzes during this period shows that each of these styles
had predominant center. Another map by highlighting the vessel types shows that the area of
distribution of wine serving vessels was closest to the capital, followed by that of cooking
pots, while that of wine containers spread farthest from the capital.

Regional variations then disappeared, and the major style bronzes produced In the
Central plain were so widely spread over China, including the area of local styles, in the end

of the Shang dynasty to the beginning of the Zhou dynasty. Unfortunately the historical big
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event "Zhou Conquest of Shang" cannot be shown clearly by the GIS analysis like as the
clan sign inscriptions.

Meanwhile, the bronzes with inscriptions for noble titles, such as "Marquis,"Duke,"
and "Earl," are discovered in points where bronzes are concentrated, and this fact may

suggest that the distribution areas of those inscriptions matched that of local officials.
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